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ON THE CHINESE ORIGIN OF THE SYMBOL FOR ZERO. 



By PROFESSOR FLORIAN CAJORI. 



I have just received a letter from Mr. Y. Mikami, of Tokyo, Japan, con- 
taining information which (if confirmed by more extended research) is of great 
interest and importance. The letter is dated December 15, 1902. From it I 
quote the following : 

"I have found very important relations between the mathematics of India 
and of China. Arabian numerals seem to be of Chinese origin. The abacus, 
used by the Chinese from time immemorial, probably afforded the principle of 
position. In China the use of the symbol for zero seems to have been very old. 
I desire to study the history of the Chinese mathematics from this point of view, 
if only I can secure sufficient materials, which is, however, very difficult. 
Chinese works are not [difficult] to understand for us Japanese, because we use 
the same letters." 

Until recently the symbol for zero and the principle of local value in our 
notation of numbers were supposed to be of Hindu origin. A few years ago our 
attention was called to the early work of the Japanese, and now the priority ap- 
pears to be passing to the Chinese. 

Colorado College, Colorado Springs, January 3, 1903. 



